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Gen. Augusto Pinochet, head of Chile's military government from 1973-1990 and currently head
of the army, said in early March that he is considering assuming a lifetime seat in the Senate
that was authorized for him in the 1990 Constitution. Initially, the administration of President
Eduardo Frei vowed to increase its efforts to eliminate all nonelected Senate seats (see NotiSur,
05/31/96). However, it later changed direction and said it would support Pinochet taking the Senate
seat in return for elimination of "designated seats" and other "undemocratic" provisions of the
Constitution.
The Constitution, written under Pinochet's guidance, established nine nonelected seats in the
Senate, designated by Pinochet. In the current legislature, eight of the designated senators hold
seats that will expire in March 1998. The Constitution also granted any former president who had
been in power at least six years the right to become senator for life. Under the norm, Pinochet is the
only former leader eligible for the privilege, which discriminates against former president Patricio
Aylwin. Aylwin, the first president of the democratic transition, was in power only four years, from
1990-1994.
Another provision of the 1990 Constitution stipulates that the commanders in chief of the armed
forces at the time the transition to democracy began would remain in office until March 1998. At that
time, Pinochet and Navy Admiral Jorge Martinez Bush must step down. Their successors must be
chosen by Frei from among the five officers with the most years of service in each institution.
In expressing his interest in the Senate seat, Pinochet said he might make the move a few months
early. "I have served in all the posts that a person can have, from being a janitor to becoming
commander in chief of my institution and president of Chile," said Pinochet. "Some criticize me and
others don't, but many understand that if the military government had not existed, we would have
had a Marxist government and experienced the reversals of other countries."

Pinochet's Senate ambitions bring mixed reaction
The possibility that Pinochet would join the Senate was warmly welcomed by the rightist Union
Democrata Independiente (UDI) and sectors of the Partido de Renovacion Nacional (PRN).
However, parties from the governing coalition were strongly opposed.
President Frei and main opposition leader Andres Allamand of the PRN initially stressed their
opposition to Pinochet entering the Senate. Both Frei and Allamand insisted on the need for
constitutional reform to end the practice of institutional senators. "This matter goes along the lines
of perfecting democracy in our country and, as a result, it will produce as intense a political debate
as it has on other occasions," said Frei. "And it seems highly inconvenient to me to involve the
armed forces in that debate."
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Frei met with his Cabinet March 3 to define a package of constitutional reforms aimed at eliminating
the anti-democratic institutions inherited from the dictatorship. These proposals were expected to
include the elimination of all nonelected senators, changes in the make-up of the Constitutional
Tribunal, and the re-establishment of the president's right to appoint and remove military leaders.
However, in mid-March Frei did an about-face and said his pro-democracy reform package would
not eliminate the lifetime seat for Pinochet in exchange for approval in eliminating the designated
posts.
Frei's proposal also extends the privilege of senator for life to all former presidents, not only those
who served for a minimum of six years, meaning the previously barred Aylwin would be eligible.
The ruling party coalition controls 21 of the 38 elected posts in the Senate, but the right still holds
a majority. Their 17 representatives have the support of the eight senators designated by Pinochet.
The ruling party holds a comfortable majority of 70 of the 120 seats in the Chamber of Deputies, but
it is one vote short of the two-thirds needed to enforce any reform rejected by the Senate. (Sources:
Associated Press, Reuter, 03/02/97; Spanish news service EFE, 03/02/97, 03/03/97; Notimex, 03/16/97;
Inter Press Service, 03/03/97, 03/17/97)
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